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ABSTRACT 

Of all cognitive styles, field 
dependence/independence (FD/I) is by far the most researched and has 
the greatest application potential to educational problems^ Briefly 
stated, the FD/I dimension refers to people*s ability to experience 
and interpret their environment in terms of a global versus analytic 
continuum^ Field dependents are likely to favor vocational domains 
that have interpersonal emphasis and require social skills whereas 
field independents tend to show interest in domains emphasizing 
cognitive skills over interpersonal relations^ Perhaps the most 
^Mrvasive finding of all the FD/I research has been that field 
independents are more proficient readers than field dependents^ 
Another implication from the research concerns structural provision 
for reading^ All children seem to profit from structure, but field 
dependents benefit the most^ This means that text headings, advanced 
organizers* outlines, purpose-setting questions, and semantic maps 
are structures that should help reading^ Since field dependents seem 
to have more proficiency in social skills and in operating within a 
social context, the reading pri^gram should allow for plenty of social 
interaction among readers^ As research continues in the FD/I area, 
more powerful suggestions for reading instruction may be indicated^ 
FD/I research could help both shed light on individual differences in 
the reading process and devise instructional techniques to enable all 
children to gain and enjoy literacy^ (HOD) 
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Over the pa-st few years a new bandw^tgon has been travelling through educational 
circlest That bandwagon goes by severOl names, the two most prevelant ones are learning 
styles an<? cognitive styl3St The leaders of this movement claim that people have different 
ways of processing and organising faiow]edc^, etct A popular implication from this 
says that optimal reading instruction occurs when we find each leamer*s particular 
learning style and prepare instruction in accord with the various styles found within 
a classroom (see, for example. Pierce^ Dunn, and Sanders, 1981) • 

There Is no doubt that this field of cognitive styles has recently caijght the 
eye of educators and is rapidly expanding in popularity a;; well as research* Some 
very solid and promising work is coming out of the field* On the other hand, however, 
there axe some advocates who are proposing models of cognitive styles and making claims 
with little or no research' to support their clalmst It could be a tremendous folly 
for educators to invest heavily in a curriculum based upon one of these ill -conceived 
and underdocumented learning style models no matter how intuitively appealing they may 
be. 

This paper takes one of the oldest and most well -researched cognitive style paradigms, 
field dependence/independence C?'D/i) and analyzes it in terms of one specific and 
crucial area of the curriculum, reading. Kore to the point, this paper will review 
the FD/I research that has been applied to readingt From this review a critical discussion 
of implications and questions for practice and further research will ensue. 

Field Depen-^ence/lndependencei An Cvervlew 

Field dependence/independence has been stiidled extensively for over three decades 
(ii'itfcin, Koore, Goodenough, and Cox. 197?). Of all the cognitive styles it is by far 
the most well -re searched and has the greatest application potential to educational 
problems (Witkin. et. al*. 1977 and Gtdlfcrd, I9S0). This is clearly no overnight 
product of some academic fad* 

Briefly stated, the ?D/i dimension refers to a person's ability to experi^ce 
and interpret his or her environment in terms of a global versus analytic continuum. 
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■ Wltkln and Goodenou^h (197?) define the ?D/I cognitive style as the tendency In 

Individuals to function with more or less autonomy from external referentst field 
independents tend to perceive (separate) things clearly from a background and tend to 
See specific referents as fused with the backgroundt There are several ways to measure 
this coOTltlve stylet However, most measurement procedures Involve the visual perception 
of a specific figure from a complex background. or the location of the true upright from 
a tilted or deceptive back^roundt Those who are more able to perceive the figures 
from the background or locate the true upright are considered field Independents That 
Is, they tend to be able to operate or function Independent of a background fleldt 

Researchers have hypothesized that the FD/l cognitive style Is an organlsra- 
wlde process and Is pervasive across several human activities* social and educational 
as well as cognitive (Goodenough and Vitkln, 1977» Wltkln and Gooderiough, 19??, Vltkln* 
ett alt, 1977)t Some examples should Illustrate this pervaslvenesst Field dependents 
tend to be more attentive to social frames of reference than field Independents (Ruble 
and Nakaraura, 1972)t In motivation for learning, Wltkln, ett al, (197?) reported that 
field dependents are more reliant on external reinforcements and externally defined 
goals while field Independents are more responsive than dependents to intrinsic 
reinforcements and goalst Packer and Sain (1973) note that f^eld dependent teachers prefer 
warm and personal learning environmentst Independent teacfiers prefer sitiaatlons that are 
more Impersonal and are oriented toward the cognitive aspects of the classroom such 
as the organization of student leamlngt leadarshlp appears to be related to FD/lt 
Hoffman (1973) found that field Indeperrfent sixth grdde boys tended to be leaders In 
groups having both styles In their membershlpt Finally, a large number of studies 
appear to demonstrate a FD/I manifestation In persons* Interests and career choices 
(witkln, et, alt, '977)t In f;eneral, field dependents aje likely to favor vocational 
domains which have interpersonal emphasis and req^ulrr social skills* such as social 
worker, clinical psychologist, business personnel director, elementary school teacher, 
etct Field Independents tend to show interest In domains where cognitive skills we 
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emphasis^ over Interpersonal relations* Such career choices Include physicist* experimental 
psychologist* business production manager* Industrial arts teacher* etc/ 

Which Style Is Better? 

mfcin* et* al* (19??) and Wltfcin and Goodenough (19??) make It plainly clear that 
they consider neither cognitive style to be superior or l^etter than the other* The 
dimension Is bipolar In nature* with one pole being high In cognitive structuring 
and low in Interpersonal competencies (field Independence) and the 6ther pole 
characterized as high in Interpersonal competencies but low in cognitive structuring 
(field dependence)- This blpolarlty makes this style value-neutral ^n the sense that 
each pole has characteristics that are auiaptlve to particular situations* The research 
done on vocational preferences 1:^ cognitive styles* that people favor and do better 
in ycatlons to which their cognitive style suits them* attests to this value-neutrality 
of the styles* Each cognitive style Is more adaptive in certain contexts* 

F D/I and heading 

Althot^h the research done on PD/I in many areas has been extensive* the number 
of studies looking at reading in terms of this cognitive style has not been as large as 
one might expect* PD/I has apparently never been in vogue with reading researchers and 
reading has not been a favored area of FD/I investigators* Still a number of interesting 
studies do exist* Several will be reported here and be followed by a discussion of 
implications of FD/l for reading instruction* 

Some of the first studies compared the general reading ability and performance of 
field dependents and independents* Stuart (196?) and 'lineman (1971) found evidence 
that field Independent fourth- through eighth -graders tended to have higher levels of 
reauiing achievement than dependentis as measured 1:^ standardized tests* Reauience* 
Baldwin* Bean* and Dlshner (1980) found that field Independent eight -graders tended to 
outperform dependents on cloze tests of comprehension and vocabulaary tests* In an 
investigation of study techniques in reading (paraphrasing* mapping)* Smith and Standal 
^ ^1981) found that field independent community college students had overall superior 
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comp3rehenslon when compartd to field dependents regardless of the study technique 
used. Similarly, Provost (1981) gave college students one of two types of texts on 
the saae content to learnt One required reading only while the oth^er required 
Interaction In thf^ form of answering questions and discriminating choices within 
the texte On Tooth Immediate and delayed tests of recall the flald Independents 
significantly outperformed the cfependents regardless of the type of text read^ 
Vllcox* Richards^ and Merrill (197?) provided high school students with various 
forms of a text to read and had them answer application type questions related to 
the textt The field Independents performed significantly better than the dependents 
when all forms of the text were taken together^ Guyer and Friedman (1975) compared 
learning disabled and normal l^oys (iges 8-13) on a variety of measurest The 
boys were poorer readers than the normal l^oys and also tended to be more field 
dependent. In a study of reauilng attitudes Blaha and Chomin*s (1982) findings suggest 
tlvit field dependent flfth-^grade students perceived themselves as having difficulty 
with reading and were willing to ackno^/ledge It. Conversely* field Independents 
reported the least ajnount of experienced difficulty. 

Thus* one of the first overarching and consistent findings In this line of 
research has been that good readers tend to score higher on measures of field 
Independence than poor reauiers. Independents tend to be good reauiers while dependents 
tend to be less proficient readers. Provost (1931 ) suggests that one reason for 
this Is that field Independents may employ more effective cognitive strategies 
In reading than field dependents* More specifically* Guyer and Friedman (1975) 
note that differences In reading ability between L.D. children (dependents) and 
normal children (more field Independent) may be due to a lack of ability to 
differentiate In the learning disabled children. The L.D. children may not be 
able to differentiate between words with similar meanings. Further* their organisation 
of words in memory may be global* resulting In problems In accessing the precise lexical 
entry daslred. 




General reading ability Is a broad area and does not answer questions concerning 
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differences In specific reading processes along- the FD/l dimension* Mlscue analysis permits 
researchers to view certain aspects of the reauilng process in a more detailed way* 
Early research In using mlscue analysis in relation to FD/I is now beginning to 
emerge- Scott* Azmesley* Maher and Christiansen (i960) have explored mlscues in oral 
reading for eighth-graders on content materials* They foxmd that both below and above- 
average field dependents made less grammatically acceptable miscues* demonstrated weaker 
gramaiatical relationship patterns, and had poorer retellings of the text than field 
^^dependents - Both groups used grat>bopho&ic cues In reafllng^however the independents 
used semantic and syntactic cues to a greater extent* The dependents responded to 
the text In a passive and observant manner rather than applying what they knew 
and integrating it with the textt They were more concerned with surface structure 
and less with meaningful preoictlve strategies^ Scott, et# aJ* (1980) suggest that 
dependents not be required to read orally in the classroom as this places priority 
on accuracy over meaning for tnem# Also* they suggest that field dependents be shown 
how to '^^ke texts apart, reconstruct them* and the relationships between the parts within 
the texts. Activities In summarizing and paraphrasing might also help here. Above 
all, the teacher needs to realisre that no one Instructional strategy is appropriate for 
all children* Christi^msen^ Annesley* and Scott (1930) looked at the silent textual 
processing of ninth-graders using an analysis of the Cloze task* They found that the 
patterns of miscues varied among the cognitive styles most greatly at the frustation level 
texts* At this level the field independents demonstrated throxigh mlscue analysis a 
greater control over meaning (semantic acceptability of errors) affti syntax (syntactic 
acceptability of errors ) than the dependents* In general, these researchers recowunend 
the use of organizers, overviews, purpose setting questions, etc* for all students to 
help them organize the text for understanding* They also suggest heterogeneous grouping 
of children in reading Instruction to maximize interplay of styles. 

Of parairount Interest to reading researchers of late has been the organizati:^n of 
knowledge in memory and how it can affect reading comprehension (popularly referred to 
O as schema theory) • Splro and Tirre (1980) InvestigaUd how field dependents and independents 

ERJC 



Hould comprehend tHO separate but slmllax texts* The first text concerned buying food 
Items from a supermarket* The other text Has about buying the same Items at a 
restaurant* The second text offered more structure and constraints since the number of 
Items one can normally buy at a resta'arant Is usually less than a supermarket* The 
number of alternative choices one has to choose from In memory Is less* Thus the 
restaurant text should be better remembered If the reader uses the knowledge he already 
possesses In his head* Splro and Tlrxe found that the field Independents* recall Increased 
fjfom J6% to 60?? from the supermarket to restaurant texts* DependentSi conversely* 
increased their recall by only 3,^| from 37?^ to 40,^* This suggests that field Independents 
have better schemata (background) utilization than dependents i rather than Just a better 
general ability to recall* Field dependents are not as successful In their use (integration) 
of background knowledge to comprehend a text as are the field Independents* 

A iew studies have looked at the ability of field Independents and dependents to 
profit from specific reading strategies and aids* Pierce (l93o) asked kindergarten and 
thltd'^ade field dependent and Independent children to recall a story text -Mnder two 
conditions* These conditions were an Imagery strategj- (make an Image of the text) and 
a non-imagery strategy (think about and try to remember the text)* The Independents had 
significantly better recall than the dependents at all grade levels imd conditions* The 
third-tirade independents had the ^-argest benefit from the imagery strategy* Pierce 
suggests that imagery utilization may be moderated by Individual differences In FD/l* 
Field independents are more able to combine parts of stories to assist their recall t and 
this ability is enhanced or promoted by Im gery use* 

Spiro and Tlrre (1980) suggested that field dependents are not as .adept In applying 
their own structures to a text as independents* Two ways of compensating for this would 
be prcmptlng the dependents to apply their own structures In a particular way or to add 
additional structure which the reader can employ* The next two studies address these 
suggestions* Satterly and Telfer (1979) gave one of three treatments to average 1^ 
l5-year-olds* The first treatment consisted of two lessons on word structure* The 
Q -second treatment had the same lessons plus an advanced organizer for the stud«*nts* The 
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teiflffl;hlrd treatment cons* 'ited of the two lessons and advanced organizer plus specific 



references within the lessons to the organlzert These references attempted to draw 
the learners* attention to the superordlnate Ideas In the orpanlzert All subjects were 
given a test of transfer of leamlngt Although both field dependents and Independents 
had the best effect with the third treatnient* the field dependents demonstrated the 
greater gain with It. Satterly and Telfer conclude* "Thus> field dependent subjects, 
Whose ability to deal with formal structures Is llrtlted, are helped by Its (the advanced 
organizer's) use but only where the teacher emphasizes Its properties dui^lng the lesson*' 
(p. 176). 

Brooks, Dansereaut and Spurlln (1981) gave a group of general psychology college 
st\J(dents one of three 2.500 word college-level passages to read. The texts differed 
In that one had headings In the text and the students were given Instruction and practice 
In using such a text. A second text had headings only and a control text had no headings. 
After reauilng the students were given various measures of recall and comprehension 
(essay exam, outline exam* short answer exam, and multiple choice exam)t The field 
Independents outperformed the field dependents In all cases. However ali groups tended 
to better their performance on selected measures as additional structure was added to 
the text. Indeed, the performance of dependents under the heauilngs with Instruction 
condition approached that of the Independents with headings only and surpassed the 
Independents In the control text^^ondltlon. Thus, this suggests that providing 
structure In the text and Instructloh In using It may not only help Increase the 
field dependents* performance* but also Increase It to the point ox the Independents* 
normal performance. 
Discussion and Tnpllcatlons 

What does all this mez,n for the reauilng teacher? How can the reauilng teacher put 
this laiowledge to work for his or her students? Perhaps the most pervasive finding In 
the research has been that field Independents are more proficient readers than field 
dependents. How can we use this? Three possibilities come to mind. First* we could 
try to turn field dependents Into field Independents. There Is evidence to suggest 



that this Is a possibility (see Blackman and Goldstein^ 1982), Second^ we could 
develop Separate and specific curricula for each group In order to capitalize on 
their cognitive strengthst Third, we could simply let things be as they are ?"<d admit 
that field dependents will never be e^s adept In reading; as field Independents^ 

Although these may seem to be extreme suggestions they are being given serious 
Consideration by some authorities in the fleldt For example^ ?rice# Dunn, and 3anders 
(1981) suggest that specific treatments and curricula to help field dependents and 
Independents develop their reading skills begin at the preschool level • hnd, since 
reseaarfch Is being conducted In modifying a person's FD/i orientation (see Blackman and 
Goldstein, 19S2) It must mean that such actions are being seriously entertained^ 

I submit, however^ that neither of the three suggestions are tenable at the 
present timet The main reason for this assertion Is simply that not encugh Is known 
about this dimension and its affect on reading and other domains of human activity 
to make such drastic recommendatlonst Other objections can also be brought up. In 
order to Implement either of the first two suggestions (to modify FD/I in persons or 
to set up separate curricula) a large scale testing program would be needed to measure 
all chlldren*s FD/I orientation^ This would cost a fairly large sum and would 
be an additlaial drain on Instructional timet Some tests of FD/i are Individual 
(etfit Children's Embedded Figures Test) and would be extrememly time-consuming If given 
to ail childrent Furthermore, this would necessitate some prescriptive Instructional 
curricula (which currently doesn't exist) based upon the test resultst Additionally, 
this testing could give rise to another kind of stereotyping of Individuals^ 

Although Blackman and Goldstein (1982) review research that shows that FD/i 
can be modified, they too add a large caveatt They state that even If modification 

Is possible It remains to be seen If such modifications will lead to Improved 
academic performancet Agaln^ the knowledge Is not theret Wltkin ett ai, (l977) 
point out that FD/i goes beyond mere*academlc domains Into such areas as personality, 
career choice^ etct One must wonder and question how changes for academic purposes 
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will affect the personality, r^Tibitlon, goals, etct of the subjectst Indeed, 

Vltkln et, al, (197?) Viltkln and Goodenoush (197?) suggest very strongly that 

each dimension has its strengtnii and weaknesses In various contextst Neither Is 

better across all contexts, A change on the FD/l dimension neans^"ta-.^d sone str<*ncths, 

but also to lose others. Those contemplatlns modification of children In the HJ/T 

dimension should bear In mind Dewey's (1916) assertion! 

"A progr^issltre society counts Individual variations as 
precious since It finds in then the means of Its own 
growtht Hence a democratic society must, in consistency 
with Its Ideal, allow for Intellectual frefKlom and the 
^ play of diverse Gifts and Interests In Its educational 

measures'* (?• 357)- 

Although developing specific curricula to help each group nay sf^em Intuitively 
correct, again not enough Is know to operatlonallze such a notion^ Instructional 
programs have yet to be devised let alone thoroughly testedt How are other cognitive styli 
dimensions such as Impulslvity-reflectlvlty to be Incorporated Into the curricula? 
Additionally, with differentiated and homogeneously grouped Instruction, how do wo 
Insure that students arc prepared for the real and diverse world tha* awaits them outside 
the schoolyard? Me already have differentiated reading Instruction (high, middle, and 
low groups) that has not been successful as we might hai^ehoped (Alllngton* 1950)t An 
Intriguing and Ironic hypothes?s from current practice comes to mind here. Since field 
dependents tend to be poorer readers they would also tend to be in the low reading groupst 
As Collins (1932) and Alllngton (l983) point out, these groups get extended practice 
In Word and sound analysis and decontextuallsed reading while goo^. readers get 
Instruction in passage cc^prehensiont Analysis Is just the thing that field dependent 
children have difficulty witht Thus we might be teaching some children to read using 
the very skills that they are weakest Int 

Finally, the third posslblltly suggests that we acknowledge field dependents* 
problems but do nothing about theint Of course the question then arises* why even do 
O ;his kind of research to begin with If It Is not to be used? 



I feel that even thouc^ vhere does not exist sufficient knowledge to Inplenent 
some grajidloce plan In education for ?D/l» there Is enough research that nas been 
completed to make* rieht now» some profitable recommendations for veachers of reading* 

Flrst» the existing research clearly shows that differences do exist l,i chlldrent 
This calls on teachers to ): better observers of children* Teachers don't r.eed tests 
to tell them that differences exist In cnlldren. These should noticeable throiigh 
careful observation* provided the teachers know what they are looking for» Teachers 
need to respond in an Infomed way to the things that children are actually doing 
(Zutell, 197?) and not blindly follow some teacher's manual • But In order to respond 
to children's actions teachers need to carefully obseive differences and similarities In them 

Since the natural development In the FD/I dimension seems to be from FD (holistic 
context) to Tl (analysis* elemental orientation) (Vltkln» ett alt» 197?) » reading should 
peihaps move in this sane direction fron Whole to partt Instruction might besln with whole* 
nesoilngful text,s and then gradually be decontextuailzed to sentences and wor' r*tudy» and 
flniilly get Into analysis of word parts* sounds* and letterst Keying* above all, 
should constantly be emphasized In Instruction^ 

A direct Implication from the research concerns the provision of structure for 
readlngt All children seemed to profit from structure* but field dependents Kr^^fltted 
the mosl. Headings In the text* advanced organizers* outlines* purpose setting 
questions* semantic maps* etct are all structures that should help r^*adlng* One ether 
point here, Instruction should be given In tho use of these structural aid - In order 
that the st'Jdents get maxlrUjm benefit from their use* Incorporating these aids 
without shoving the <;hlldren how to use them may be of little help to themt 

Background knowledge afid Its Integration with the text are of utmost Importance 
(see, for example, Splro and Tlrre* l980)* Teachers should give students background for 
reading when the students don't have Itt Teachers should also ir struct students In 



using oi^ integrating their knowledge with the text* This could happen through discussion 
before and/or after reading the text* 

Field dependents seem to have more proficiency in social skils and in operating 
within a social context* Teachers should make sure that the reading program is not 
completely Individualized to the point where social interaction is extinct* Insteadt 
the reading program should allow for plenty of social interaction among the readers* 
Hepler and Hickman (1982) give an excellent description of a reading program which eDilx>d- 
ies tibe notion of a "community of readers" as ai^ integral part of the program* 

Goodenough (1976) says that the literature indicates that> in testing predictions, 

field dependents tend tc ignore some cues in constructing hypotheses about concepts* 

They are more dominated by the salient cues* Reading also involves hypothesis 

construction ( 6oodniantl976 and Smitht 1982)* If the salient cues we teach children 

to use are sounds and letters we might expect field dependents to overly rely on 

these and construct less meaningful interoretatioos or hypotheses for texts, TeacherSt 

thent should help students pay attention to all cues in the textt seriiantic and 

syntactic as well as graphophonic* 

. It may be ironic that some of the things we have been doing in the name of 

good instruction and compensatory education such as over-reliance on testing over 

* 

good observation^ instruction for poor readers based on meaninglesst decontextua I ized 
parts of wordSf and totally individualized instruction without peer or social inter- 
action may be some of the things that are wrong with our education system* These are 
some of the things we need to investigate further* 

As research continues in the FD/I area perhaps more powerful suggestions for 
reading instruction may be implicated* The future looks promising* FD/I research 
could help enlighten individual differences in the reading process and devise instruc- 
tional techniques to help alt children gain and enjoy literacy* Some possible 
questions that research might help answer include the following: 
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K Are ^dividual differences in the reading process reflected 
in FO/I? 

iJ* Are there differe..ces in comprehension of different contents 
(social vs* technical, narrative vs* expository) by cognitive 
styl e? 

3* Do differences exist in reading Interests along the c initive 

sty^e continuum? 
4^ Are there instructional techniques and curricula that work 
differentially better for one style over another? 
We must realize that cognitive style offers no quick fix to reading problems* 
It Is no panacea* It does have a lot to offer but we must be sure about what these 
cognitive styles are, how they are manifested in children in all their domains, how 
they can be accurately measured, and what we should dc instructional ly In response 
to this knowledge* Until we know this it is best to take a cautious approach* Use 
what we feel certain about, change it if it doesn't work out, and wait for .sure 
answers to some critical questions before prematurely accepting all recommendations 
as the truth* 
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